FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
provisional wife, returns to her own family. "Besides,55 said
the man, "why should I hesitate? A woman like this isn't
worth more than a hundred piaodze—about the same as a
half-sack of flour.59 I tried to work out how much that might
be in Europe and he began to talk in terms of sar. A sar is
worth a Chinese tael. Fifty-two pounds of flour which, two
years before, cost a sar now cost sixty sar.*
Because of the inflation the peasants keep their flour and
there is none to be had in the market. The rich change their
money for wool, which they send to India, where they have
bank accounts. And anyhow it is prudent to hide one's
wealth. Five of the more comfortably-off, propertied men
of Kashgar had just disappeared—it was given out that while
travelling they were attacked by bandits, and the authorities,
accusing them of having been enemies of the State, confiscated
their property. It was true that in the mountains there was
a brigade of "Russians," Kirghiz from the west, who were
regarded as insubordinate, but they seemed to be obedient
enough to any precise orders given them. They had a song
of their own in which they referred to themselves as Tortinjis,
which means "men of the 'Fourth5.55
We asked the man before us whether he thought the Soviet
influence was good for the country. He knew more about
it than we should ever have found out by ourselves.
"One has to face the fact that Sinkiang is a mediaeval
country,55 he answered. "The inhabitants are savages55
(dikii was the word he used), "and everything that is done to
help them is good. If Soviet influence makes it possible to
recruit fifty or a hundred schoolboys and send them
to Tashkent for a few months, it is good. But where it is
* We had crossed a new frontier and now there was a different currency,
that of the Bank of UrumchL There were also crude bank-notes, the
ceaselessly changing value of which was to remain a mystery to us. The
old sar was worth three Mexican dollars, that is ahout four English
shillings.
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